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A Comparison of L1 and ESL Written
Feedback Preferences: Pedagogical
Applications and Theoretical
Implications
Tyler Carter
Duke Kunshan University
Suthathip Thirakunkovit
Mahidol University
This study explores the perceptions of first-year composition (FYC) students
toward written teacher feedback and compares the preferences of L1 English
and international ESL writers. We used an online questionnaire to collect both
quantitative and qualitative data. The first part of the questionnaire consists of
43 Likert items regarding teacher feedback in the context of a selected argumentative essay, and the second part consists of two open-ended questions regarding
students’ opinions on teacher feedback. A total of 345 FYC students participated
in the study. Our results show that both L1 and ESL writers prefer feedback that
offers directions for improvement rather than general comments regarding errors in the writing, that both groups have an aversion to comments that offer no
suggestions, that ESL writers are more enthusiastic about sentence-level feedback
than L1 writers, and that terms like “constructive criticism” are largely absent
from the lexicon of ESL writers. More broadly, L1 writers are more oriented toward how instructors provide feedback while the ESL writers are more oriented
toward the text itself. Ultimately, these findings are meant to help FYC instructors
work in classrooms that contain both L1 and ESL writers.
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Increasingly, multilingual writers have a more prominent place
in the mainstream U.S. composition classroom than they did 10 years
ago. One of the primary reasons for this is the influx of international
students attending college (Anderson, 2013; Matsuda, Cox, Jordan, &
Ortmeier-Hooper, 2006; Ortmeier-Hooper, 2008; Roberge, Siegal, &
Harklau, 2009). From the years 2005 to 2017, the number of these students has nearly doubled across college campuses, growing from 564,766
to 1,078,822 (International Student Services, 2018). In response to these
trends, in 2014, the Council of Writing Program Administrators issued a
statement on L2 writing to encourage writing teachers and program administrators to recognize the presence of L2 writers in writing programs
across North America. It urged writing teachers and programs to take
responsibility for addressing the linguistic needs of L2 writers through
the development of suitable writing assignments, assessment practices,
and teacher preparation (WPA Council, 2014). In U.S. first-year composition (FYC) classrooms, the question then becomes how curriculum and
pedagogy can specifically address student needs.
Though much research has been done on L2 writers and how they
differ from L1 writers, particularly in terms of the specific linguistic features of their writing differences (Crossley & McNamara, 2009; Hinkel,
2009; Keck, 2006; Pan, Reppen, & Biber, 2016; Pérez-Llantada, 2014;
Silva, 1993), far less has been done on the pedagogical approaches that
might help writing instructors work with these different kinds of writers
in the same FYC context. The rise in popularity of translingual theory
and approaches to translingual writing instruction reflects this increasing need (Canagarajah, 2017; Lu & Horner, 2016; You, 2016); however,
the controversial nature of these approaches (Atkinson et al., 2015) can
potentially alienate L2 writing scholars and their much needed expertise.
Moreover, because L1 and L2 writing have been historically separated in
terms of disciplinary boundaries (Matsuda, 1999), there is a gap in research that looks at FYC contexts occupied by both L1 and L2 writers.
With these contexts in mind—regardless of one’s disciplinary grounding and preference, previous teaching experience, or departmental
Carter, T., & Thirakunkovit, S. (2019). A comparison of L1 and ESL written feedback preferences:
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curriculum—the reality is that FYC writing instructors are teaching in
multilingual environments and will benefit from an awareness of potential differences and similarities between these two groups of students. The
range of these differences can extend to student interactions, classroom
discussions, approaches to assignments, writing processes, written feedback, and a host of other issues.
In this study, we sought to investigate one particular issue: the differences and similarities between L1 English and international ESL writers
in terms of their preferences for different kinds of written teacher feedback. While this is just one of many issues that could be investigated, we
believe that the dearth of research comparing the feedback preferences
of L1 and international ESL writers, as well as the immediate classroom
application of feedback, will be of interest and use to writing instructors.
Thus, we believe that knowledge of student preferences for feedback is an
essential stepping-stone for developing a broad and inclusive pedagogy.
Literature Review: Student Feedback Preferences in L1 and
ESL Composition
Student preferences on writing feedback have been in the literature of writing studies since the late 1970s, when Lynch and Klemans
(1978) found that their composition students preferred detailed, clearly
communicated comments that were not overly opinionated and that
maintained a positive tone. Working with ESL students, Radecki and
Swales (1988) found that their student participants had positive attitudes
toward both sentence-level and meaning-related feedback and in some
cases preferred only corrective feedback. Expanding on this early work,
a number of additional studies made explicit connections between student preferences and student motivation (Leki, 1991; McCargar, 1993;
Schulz, 2001), thereby building a bridge between what students preferred
and why these preferences mattered. Leki (1991) argued that knowledge
of student perceptions could lend insight into student need and, therefore,
into how to motivate these students. McCargar (1993) looked at differences in teacher/student roles across different cultures, finding that his
international student participants expected a more teacher-centered environment than their U.S. teachers provided and that there were significant
differences between teachers and students regarding the desired amount
Carter, T., & Thirakunkovit, S. (2019). A comparison of L1 and ESL written feedback preferences:
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of error correction. Similarly, Schulz (2001) compared the perceptions of
Colombian and U.S. foreign language students and teachers, finding that
the students in both groups strongly preferred corrective feedback, while
the U.S. teachers were not as sure of its value.
Specific to these feedback preferences themselves, Saito (1994)
found that the majority of the ESL students in her sample preferred corrective feedback because they felt that they needed help on grammatical
errors the most. Hedgcock and Lefkowitz (1994) reported similar results
from their study on two groups of ESL and English as a foreign langauge
(EFL) students—the majority of the EFL students wanted their teachers to give direct comments on their grammar, while the ESL students
preferred comments on content and ideas. Hyland and Hyland’s (2006)
comprehensive literature review of teacher and peer feedback noted that
ESL learners placed a great amount of importance on sentence-level or
“local” feedback given by their instructors. That said, they did not reject
feedback in other forms, and in fact appreciated it; but their preferences
were foremost oriented toward sentence-level features. Similarly, Lee
(2013) found that the majority of L2 students preferred explicit corrective
feedback, but teachers, from their perspective, believed that implicit feedback was the most useful kind of feedback to give students. Also, most
recently in L2-writing research, Han (2017) and Waller and Papi (2017)
connected learner orientations toward feedback with learner belief and/
or motivation.
In contrast with the relative abundance of research in L2 writing
regarding written feedback preferences, for the last twenty-some years the
“social turn” in rhetoric and composition (Fulkerson, 2005; Trimbur,
1994) has led researchers away from empirical studies focused on language use (Haswell, 2005; MacDonald, 2007), including the language of
feedback (and thus, the preferences of individual students for that feedback). One example of this trend in relation to teacher feedback is Fife
and O’Neill (2001), whose College Composition and Communication
article “Moving beyond the written comment: Narrowing the gap between
response practice and research” argued that because teacher response was
more than just written comments on student work, it was necessary for
research on teacher (and student) response to look at the entire ecology
Carter, T., & Thirakunkovit, S. (2019). A comparison of L1 and ESL written feedback preferences:
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of instruction in and around the writing classroom. Research on student
preferences for written teacher feedback since this shift has been hard to
come by, with the exception of Sommers’ (2006) 4-year study of 400
Harvard students, where she examined student papers in addition to conducting surveys and interviews.
Before this paradigm shift happened, however, rhetoric and composition had an abundance of research on student feedback preferences that
peaked in the mid to late 1980s, including studies on what themes teacher
comments included (Beach, 1989; Dohrer, 1991; Lynch & Klemans,
1978), how specific comments should be (Hillocks, 1982; Land & Evans,
1987; Ziv, 1984), and how comments were given (e.g., comments could
suggest improvements or praise the student [Beach, 1989; Reed & Burton,
1985; Sitko, 1992]). One frequently cited study related to L1 written-feedback preferences is Richard Straub’s (1997) study, “Students’ reactions to
teacher comments: An exploratory study.” According to Google Scholar,
Straub’s study, even though it is 20 years old, has been cited 299 times,
82 of which happened since 2014. This study’s continued prominence is
an indication that Straub’s results are still relevant to writing instructors.
Specifically, Straub (1997) investigated the preferences of undergraduate
students for different kinds of comments written by experienced writing
teachers. What made this study unique was Straub’s methods: he asked
students about their preferences in the context of an authentic student
essay accompanied by authentic teacher comments. The results of his
survey revealed that these students were equally interested in getting responses on global matters of content, purpose, and organization as they
were with local matters of sentence structure, wording, and correctness.
He also found that the students favored detailed commentary with specific
guidance and that they preferred comments that established a dialogue
with the writer. On the negative side, students did not like comments that
overtly criticized their already-written ideas, that aimed to “control” their
writing through extensive rewrites, or that offered no suggestions for improvement. The present study serves as a partial replication of Straub’s
work in terms of his methods and coding scheme.
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Motivation and Research Questions
With the growing number of international students enrolled in
mainstream composition classes at U.S. universities, we believe Straub’s
still-relevant findings should be “critically re-evaluated in the light of the
unique needs of L2 writers” (Ferris, 2013, p. 113). In this study, our objective was to determine if these two groups of students prefer different
types of teacher comments. In the end, we hope to add to the knowledge
of both L1 and ESL writing by taking into account potential differences in
student perceptions of instructor feedback. With these motives in mind,
our research questions are as follows:
1. What types of teacher comments do students perceive as useful and not
useful?
2. Are there any differences between L1 English and ESL students in terms
of their perceptions and attitudes toward teacher feedback?
Methods
Pedagogical Context
This study was conducted at a large research-oriented Midwestern
university in the United States whose international student population
represents nearly 130 countries. At the time of our study, 17.1% of the undergraduate student body were international students (ISS Report, 2016).
Prior to beginning research, the university’s IRB granted approval for this
study.
In terms of writing instruction, all undergraduate students at the
researched university are required to take one of the three FYC courses
offered by the university, chosen through undirected self-placement
(ENGL 106: First-Year Composition; ENGL 106i: First-Year Composition
for International Students; and ENGL 108: Accelerated First-Year Composition). ENGL 106i is reserved for international students and is generally taught by international teaching assistants or teaching assistants
who have some experience working with international students. In all
three courses, all instructors employ a multiple-draft approach such that
students write and revise four to five assignments from different genres
Carter, T., & Thirakunkovit, S. (2019). A comparison of L1 and ESL written feedback preferences:
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over the course of a semester. That said, the specific course content and
structure is left up to individual instructors, provided that their courses
meet the overall learning objectives, including developing rhetorical
knowledge, critical thinking, writing processes, knowledge of writing
conventions, and literacies for composing in electronic environments.
Participants of the Study
The participants of this study included 345 first-year students enrolled
in one of the three FYC courses. Our total number of respondents was
191 (55%) L1 writers and 154 (45%) ESL writers. Specifically, of the ESL
writers, 72% spoke Chinese as their first language; 7% Hindi; 8% various European languages (including Italian, German, Spanish, Hungarian,
Polish, and Russian); 3% Malay; 2% Korean; and a handful of other languages were represented by one or two students, including Tamil, Thai,
and Gujarati. The minimum entry requirement for undergraduate admission for international students at this university is a total TOEFL-iBT
score of 80, so the ESL participants who responded to our survey could be
considered either intermediate or advanced language learners.
Gender distribution was similar between the ESL and L1 groups
(around 62% male and 38% female +/– 1%), as was distribution of majors,
which reflected a wide range: 26% were in engineering, 20% in science-related majors, 11% in liberal arts, 10% in technology, 8% in business, and
another 25% in agriculture, pharmacy, or other majors.
Data Collection
Our primary data collection tool was an online Qualtrics survey that
was administered in classrooms during regular course meeting times over
the first 4 weeks of the fall semester. To develop this tool, we first asked five
experienced writing instructors in our department to read and comment
on an argumentative essay written by one of our students. We decided to
use this particular essay for this study (see Appendix A) because the essay
contained a range of writing problems commonly found in both L1 and
ESL writing (e.g., issues with language forms, idea development, textual
coherence, and discourse devices). At the same time, the essay presented
Carter, T., & Thirakunkovit, S. (2019). A comparison of L1 and ESL written feedback preferences:
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a somewhat cohesive argument, and thus we deemed it engaging and relatively easy to follow. It should be noted that while the student writer of the
essay did not speak English as his first language, he had spent the previous
7 years attending Canadian middle and high schools before coming to the
United States for college. Of the instructors who read and commented on
this essay, all of them had at least 2 years of experience teaching writing
courses and working with L1 and ESL students. It should also be noted
that these instructors were all required to take a 2-semester mentoring
course sequence taught by experienced writing instructors and professors
during their first year as writing instructors at the university.
We prepared our survey tools as follows. We first gathered teacher
comments from the instructors that concerned the major focal areas
found in typical L1 and ESL writing assessment rubrics regarding content,
organization, style, word choice, and grammatical accuracy. We then selected 43 different teacher comments given to this argumentative essay,
being careful to have a variety that were not redundant, and then merged
these comments into a single Word document (see Figure 1). As mentioned earlier, our design of this survey tool was in part inspired by Straub
(1997), who asked students to rate teacher feedback gathered from
experienced writing teachers within the context of an actual student essay.
Similarly, our survey tool allowed participants to see teacher comments
attached to the essay and rate the specific comments in this context.
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Figure 1. Screen capture of the online questionnaire.
The questionnaire had two sections (see Appendix A): the first consisted of 43 4-point Likert-scale items, including in-text and endnote
comments; and the second consisted of two open-ended questions:
1. What kinds of comments do you prefer receiving from teachers?
2. What kinds of comments do you find the least helpful?
Students were prompted to first read the essay without comments and
then read it a second time with the comments and Likert-scale questions
attached. After completing the Likert-scale questions, the students were
prompted to answer the open-ended questions.
Each class/group of students consisted of 15 to 20 participants. For
most students, the survey required approximately 25 to 35 minutes to
complete. All students who enrolled in the 23 sections of FYC classes consented to participate and completed the survey.
Data Coding
Data coding was a multistage process. We created three primary
categories that all comments were coded into: focus of feedback (global
Carter, T., & Thirakunkovit, S. (2019). A comparison of L1 and ESL written feedback preferences:
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or local), guidance (explicit suggestion, implicit suggestion, or no suggestion), and correctness (error or praise). Below are examples of our
quantitative data coding scheme.
Table 1
Coding Scheme for Teacher Comments for the Argumentative Essay
Categories
Focus of feedback
G: Global (text level)

L: Local (sentence level)
Guidance
E: Explicit suggestion (comment
with explicit suggestion for
revision)

Examples
“It may be useful to explore the concept of
brain drain a little further to help strengthen
your argument.”
“Use ‘to’ instead of ‘and.’”
“You need a noun, not an adjective here.”

I: Implicit suggestion (comment
with implicit suggestion for
revision)

“Does this mean that it will never happen?
Explain why this is so unlikely to strengthen
your argument.”

NS: No suggestion (comment
with no suggestion for revision)

“It’s good that you try to find your grounding
in this essay, but there are stronger ways of
opening an essay than with a definition.”

Correctness
ER: Error (comment that points
out an error)
P: Praise

“This sentence is not grammatical. Revise.”
“Good. It’s good that you include some
examples.”

Each comment was coded to reflect its alignment with the above
scheme, keeping in mind that one comment could reflect a variety of categories. For example, the comment “Use ‘to’ instead of ‘and.” was coded
as local, explicit suggestion, and error. The comment “It may be useful to
explore the concept of brain drain a little further to help strengthen your
Carter, T., & Thirakunkovit, S. (2019). A comparison of L1 and ESL written feedback preferences:
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argument” was coded as global and implicit suggestion. However, we abstained from coding this comment as correctness because its language
does not explicitly tell the reader that something is wrong or right. After
agreeing on the coding categories, we worked independently to code all
the comments, rechecking the data together to ensure the maximum consistency and accuracy of our results. The Cohen’s Kappa used to measure
the interrater reliability was 0.76.
Our qualitative analysis of the student responses to the two openended questions generally followed the categories used in our quantitative analysis, and similarly, each student response could be coded for
multiple categories. Thus, we coded for focus of feedback (global or local),
guidance (explicit suggestion, implicit suggestion, or no suggestion), and
correctness (error or praise). Because the frequencies of the terms
“vague” and “constructive criticism” were so numerous amongst L1 responses, we also decided to create an additional category named vague/
constructive (vague or constructive) to acknowledge the frequency of
these terms. See Table 2 for examples of our coding the students’ openended responses. Note that these examples are excerpted from the entire
response.
In addition to coding the student responses, we counted the number
of times each subcategory of feedback appeared in student responses
and then performed a frequency analysis between the L1 English and
ESL groups. Again, keeping in mind that each student response could be
coded for multiple subcategories, this analysis revealed how many times
each group mentioned a given kind of feedback as helpful or not, and
further pointed to a general preference for a larger category of feedback
(e.g., focus of feedback vs. guidance). Therefore, this coding scheme provided another quantitative measure for comparing the two groups.
Data Analyses
Of the 379 students who took the survey, we removed 34 of these
students’ responses due to incomplete answers and/or an obvious lack
of consideration for the survey questions (i.e., answering every question
with the same score accompanied by an extremely short survey completion time). Finally, the data from 345 students were analyzed.
Carter, T., & Thirakunkovit, S. (2019). A comparison of L1 and ESL written feedback preferences:
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Table 2
Coding Scheme for Student Responses to the Open-Ended Questions
Categories
Focus of feedback
G: Global (text level)

L: Local (sentence level)

Guidance
E: Explicit suggestion (comment
with explicit suggestion for revision)

Examples
“I prefer to get the feedback about how to
elaborate my content and some good ideas.”
(ESL)
“I don’t like the ones that are about spelling
and grammar because 9 times out of 10 the
computer will catch that.” (L1)
“The exact ways to improve and correct the
error.” (ESL)

I: Implicit suggestion (comment
with implicit suggestion for revision)

“I like comments that give me examples
how to change it. I like descriptive and
concise but not commanding.” (L1)

NS: No suggestion (comment with
no suggestion for revision)

“I think the least helpful comments are the
ones who [sic] do not offer a way to fix the
problem.” (L1)

Correctness
ER: Error (comment that points
out an error)
P: Praise

Vague/Constructive
V: Vague feedback

C: Constructive feedback

“I’m not a fan of comments that just point
out my errors because they don’t really help
my writing abilities.” (L1)
“I prefer to receive both positive feedback,
as well as anything helpful. If it is going to
help me improve my writing style, then I
would prefer to receive it.” (ESL)
“I don’t like when teachers are vague with
their comments or when they say ‘this is a
good sentence/point.’” (L1)
“I like constructive ones, and better [sic]
offer some examples.” (ESL)
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The results from the Likert-scale questions were analyzed with descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) and the MannWhitney test. In order to investigate whether there were any significant
differences between the L1 and ESL groups in terms of the focus of
feedback category, the items in each subcategory were grouped together to see how items within the category performed together. Doing
so allowed for a comparison of fewer variables and avoided the statistical
issues relating to multiple test comparisons. Therefore, we decided to
combine local comment items (Items 2, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 12, 13, 15, 16,
17, 18, 23, 27, 28, 30, 35, 39, and 41) as one group and global comment
items (Items 1, 3, 4, 10, 14, 19, 20, 21, 22, 24, 25, 26, 29, 31, 32, 33, 34, 36,
37, 38, 40, 42, and 43) as the other. Before running the Mann-Whitney
test, we checked whether the assumptions of the test were violated.
Therefore, our data were first tested for normality. The results of the
Shapiro-Wilk test (p < .001) and a visual inspection of histogram and
normal Q-Q plots showed that our data were not from a normally distributed population. Therefore, we had to use the Mann-Whitney test to
compare differences in the students’ preference between the L1 and ESL
groups.
In addition to Likert-scale questions, students answered two openended questions. The students’ responses to the open-ended questions
were coded and analyzed by percentages of comment category codes.
Results
Results From the Likert-Scale Questions
All 43 quantitative items on the questionnaire were averaged (see
Appendix B; please note that a mean value of 4.0 indicates a high preference for that particular comment). The results showed small standard
deviations across all items. This indicates little variation within each
group and across all individuals. In addition to descriptive statistics, we
also performed a Mann-Whitney test of significance.
Overall, both groups of students had positive responses to all kinds
of teacher feedback. That is, most students in both groups found all the
teacher comments to be either “definitely useful” or “useful”; the means
Carter, T., & Thirakunkovit, S. (2019). A comparison of L1 and ESL written feedback preferences:
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of all items, except for Items 8, 19, and 36, were between 3.0 and 4.0. Both
groups had the highest mean for the comment that asked the writer
to seek outside resources (Item 35). Furthermore, both groups had an
equally low preference for comments that gave no suggestions for revisions (Items 4, 7, 13, 16, 17, 22, 23, 27, 29–33). Finally, the ESL students
were consistently more enthusiastic (with higher mean scores on average
than the L1 students) about the comments that were coded as praise. This
was evident for all three praise comments (Items 21, 24, and 43).
In addition to these findings from descriptive statistics, we analyzed
our results in terms of overall significance. The results from the MannWhitney test showed a significant difference between the L1 and ESL
groups in terms of their preference for local comments (p = .04). On the
other hand, for the global category, there was no evidence of a significant
difference between the L1 and ESL groups (p = .20).
Results from the Open-Ended Questions
The table below reflects how students responded to the open-ended
questions and how often students explicitly mentioned each type of feedback. Since the students mentioned multiple preferences in their responses,
the percentages for each coding category represent the percentages of students who mentioned a particular kind of feedback in comparison with
the total number of students in each group. For example, in Q1, 79 of the
154 ESL students, or 51%, expressed a preference for local feedback.
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Table 3
Results of the Open-Ended Questions
Q1 (prefer)
Categories

Q2 (least helpful)

L1

ESL

L1

ESL

Global

34%

43%

2%

4%

Local

24%

51%

13%

20%

Explicit suggestion

42%

36%

3%

3%

Implicit suggestion

42%

30%

3%

6%

No suggestion

0%

0%

52%

42%

Error

18%

16%

18%

10%

Praise

31%

17%

30%

16%

Vague feedback

0%

0%

28%

0%

Constructive feedback

16%

1%

0%

0%

Focus of feedback

Guidance

Correctness

Vague/constructive

Q1: What kinds of comments do you prefer receiving from teachers?
One of the most notable differences between the L1 English and ESL
writers is the number of times participants from these groups mentioned
the focus of feedback versus guidance categories. Specifically, the L1 writers mentioned explicit and implicit feedback (guidance) more than the
ESL writers, and the ESL writers mentioned local and global feedback
(focus of feedback) more than the L1 writers. For example, here are some
writers describing their preferences:
“I like comments that give me examples of how to change it. I like descriptive and
concise but not commanding.” (L1)

Carter, T., & Thirakunkovit, S. (2019). A comparison of L1 and ESL written feedback preferences:
Pedagogical applications and theoretical implications. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(2),
139–174.

154 • Tyler Carter and Suthathip Thirakunkovit
“I prefer to receive comments from my teachers that explain to me what they are
looking for and how I can improve my paper, but not only my paper, just me as a
writer too.” (L1)

These preferences are attuned to the ways instructors give feedback.
While it would be a stretch to say that this kind of preference “contrasts”
with a preference that is more attuned to textual features, it is notable that
the ESL writers did not have as high of a percentage of comments that
mentioned the ways instructors offer guidance. Instead, ESL students indicated preferences for feedback that identified a given issue on the local
(sentence) level or on a global (meaning-related; e.g., organization, argument, word choice, etc.) level. In other words, these numbers indicate
a preference for teacher feedback that identifies problematic issues in
the text:
“I prefer the comments that teacher [sic] have more details in it and help me to
improve not just word usages or grammars, but also some improvements [sic] about
the content.” (ESL)
“More specific comments, and comments about the ideas in our composition.”
(ESL)

The students here are drawing attention to features of the text on the
local and global level.
With these differences in mind, however, it is also important to note
that both groups expressed preferences for textually focused feedback
that is delivered in particular ways. That said, the different ways that these
groups mentioned each kind of feedback in response to the open-ended
questions point to a difference in where students orient their attention.
This will be discussed later on.
To further compare across these categories, only 24% of the L1 students expressed their preference for local feedback versus 51% of the ESL
students. However, when we examined the specific responses of all respondents who expressed their interest in local feedback, we found that
many of them mentioned that they preferred something beyond explicit
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grammar corrections. Instead, they preferred corrections that included
examples, suggestions, and explanations about what they did wrong:
“It isn’t very useful to go through and fix all the grammar problems if there are huge
clarity and organizational issues in the essay.” (L1)
“What kind of problems do I have in the structure, logic, grammar . . . in my essays,
and point them out with detailed explanations and brief suggestions.” (ESL)

From these, we can see that both L1 and L2 students preferred something beyond explicit grammar correction. They were more enthusiastic
about corrections that included examples, suggestions, and explanations
about how to improve.
A third finding is that 16% of L1 writers expressed preferences for
constructive feedback, as opposed to only 1% of ESL writers. Of these
students who mentioned “constructive feedback” (or variations such as
“constructive criticism”), many of them preferred to receive it along with
positive reinforcement.
Fourth and finally, it is notable that the L1 English writers mentioned
praise as being useful almost twice as much as the ESL writers. This will
also be discussed further in relation to the second question.
Q2: What kinds of comments do you find the least helpful?
For this question, there are two main findings we wish to highlight.
The first is that both groups agreed that comments without any suggestions for revisions are the least helpful by a much larger margin than any
other kind of teacher comments:
“When they say ‘this is wrong’ and don’t offer some way to fix it (even the slightest
help), then I am still stuck because I know what is wrong, but I don’t know ‘why’
it’s wrong.” (L1)
“I don’t like comment [sic] which just point out you are wrong and not telling [sic]
you what is right. As an example, the comment says ‘Grammar is not correct.’ I
personally would like to know more basis [sic] on my English.” (ESL)
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Students did not like comments that inadequately explain what their
writing problems are, leaving them confused as to the instructor’s intent.
This finding supports our quantitative findings. A number of comments
that were coded as no suggestion (e.g., Items 4, 7, 16, 22, 23, 27, 29, 30,
and 31) had relatively lower mean scores than others.
The second finding concerns student responses to praise. Even though
both groups’ responses ranked this category among the top three, praise
was mentioned more by L1 respondents (30%) than L2 respondents
(16%). Those who criticized praise wrote that these kinds of comments
appear as superficial and unhelpful:
“Providing meaningless compliments or being overly vague in criticism. Should
strike a good, efficient balance between the two.” (L1)
“Praises. Some are beneficial, but abundance [sic] of this isn’t helpful.” (ESL)

However, this finding seems to contradict what we found from Q1,
where both groups reported praise to be more helpful than not (L1: 31%;
L2: 17%). When looking more closely at student responses, however, those
who mentioned praise as useful in Q1 believed that praise accompanied
by explanations is helpful:
“If there is part of my writing that is really strong and is written very well, then I also
want to know that too.” (L1)
“It’s always nice when the teacher compliments your work in certain areas so that
you know that you are on track.” (ESL)

The above sample comments suggest that praise is important for signaling to students that they are doing something well and teachers should
continue to do it. Thus, it is only unspecific praise that students find to be
unhelpful, while praise used in conjunction with specificity can lead to
improved writing in the future.
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Discussion
Because preferences are, in essence, affective responses to stimuli, it
follows that the students’ survey responses have been previously conditioned. Therefore, they are part of a larger orientation toward a particular epistemic stance on writing instruction. Thus, to theorize, more L1
English writers in our study demonstrate a “process orientation” (i.e., an
orientation toward the way that feedback is given), and more ESL writers in our study demonstrate a “textual orientation” (i.e., an orientation
toward the text itself). The larger question then is why, when given a relatively open-ended prompt (“What kinds of comments do you prefer receiving from teachers?”), do these differences emerge? Moreover, what
are their pedagogical implications? To explore these questions we return
to the results.
One supporting piece of evidence for the notion of differing writing
orientations can be found in the L1 students’ use of the term “constructive feedback” (or some variation on the term, such as “constructive criticism” or “constructive comment”)—in contrast, ESL writers hardly use
the term at all. While this is most likely due to a lack of exposure on behalf
of the ESL writers, the term points at L1 familiarity with a process approach—that is, a familiarity with the practice of using critiques of writing toward the ends of building stronger papers (and writers) through a
series of drafts. As early as ninth grade, the Common Core State Standards
Initiative approach to writing, an approach used in most U.S. states,
advocates the teaching and practice of what most writing scholars would
call a process approach (National Governors Association Center for Best
Practices and Council of Chief State School Officers, 2018).
In contrast with the L1 students, however, far less can be assumed
about the backgrounds of the ESL writers. It is likely that the majority
learned to write English in an EFL context. That said, we do know that
nearly three-quarters of our ESL participants were schooled in China before coming to the United States. Because EFL in China is largely geared
toward test taking (Yan, 2015), it follows that students who come from a
Chinese context may be more oriented toward textual features rather than
process. More broadly, the difference between learning to write English
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in an EFL context and using a process approach is the difference between
teaching language and teaching writing. While the former orients toward
textual features (e.g., vocabulary, grammar) and performance, the latter
has, at least in the United States, oriented toward rhetoric (e.g., argument,
audience) and process (Silva & Leki, 2004).
Thus, it is important that the orientations described above are not
regarded as static, or, more harmfully, that instructors do not generalize
the notion that all L1 English writers are oriented toward process and all
ESL writers are oriented toward the text. Kubota (2001) brought to light
the dangers of sliding into the stereotypical West/East educational divide, where U.S. classrooms are full of fully engaged, critically thinking
students while classrooms in China and some other East Asian countries
contain unassertive students who are mostly concerned with rote learning
and test scores. Not only do these constructions reiterate colonial legacies
by asserting images of Western superiority, but they also result in ineffective pedagogy where individual differences are paved over in service to
harmful generalizations. To be clear then, a process or textual orientation
is not a euphemism for language, nationality, race, or any other potential
identity marker. Instead, for the students in our study, these orientations
are tendencies exhibited by students in both groups to differing degrees.
For example, some L1 writers express a preference for receiving comments about grammar, and some ESL writers are oriented toward process.
In relation to the former, even though L1 writers do not seem as interested
in local feedback as ESL writers, they are not opposed to these kinds of
comments when encountered, suggesting that more local feedback could
be given to L1 writers:
“I like any comments on spelling and grammar.” (L1)
“Also, it is nice when they correct or say there are grammar errors.” (L1)

Here we see that there is an L1 desire for feedback at the sentence
level. A quarter of the L1 students mentioned local feedback in the openended questions, a preference that is confirmed by our quantitative results as well. Even though L1 English writers may not make as many
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grammar “errors” as ESL writers, instructors can still provide feedback on
punctuation, word choice, clarity, and style on the sentence level.
Another similarity between the ESL and L1 writers in our study is
their nearly equal dislike of comments coded as no suggestion—that is,
comments that do not offer students a clear direction for improvement
or point to some kind of problem. For example, the comment “It’s good
that you try to find your grounding in this essay, but there are stronger
ways of opening an essay than with a definition” passively implies that the
essay’s opening is not as strong as it could be. However, it is not clear from
the comment if the student should change it, or how. Other examples of
comments coded as no suggestion include “Redundant?” and “Grammar
mistake” (see Appendix A). The quantitative results tell us that (a) students would rather have a no suggestion comment than no comment at all
and (b) more broadly, both groups find most written feedback by teachers useful—a finding that corresponds with Lee (2008), who found that
students like to receive written feedback, regardless of the type. That said,
even though a no suggestion comment may bring attention to a problematic area of a text, students may gloss over the feedback because they do
not know how to interpret it for the reasons discussed above. Regardless,
no-suggestion comments may still have a place in the classroom in
the context of low-stakes assignments such as reading responses where
non-writing-centric responses to student ideas can be part of an ongoing
conversation. However, in the context of written feedback on assignments
such as argumentative essays with higher stakes, both groups prefer comments that explicitly lead them toward improvement.
Lastly, L1 and ESL student responses to feedback categorized as praise
denote a pedagogical approach that augments praise with specificity.
This finding is supported by other studies that compare L1 English and
ESL groups (Burnett & Mandel, 2010; Hyland & Hyland, 2001). Though
ESL writers are consistently more enthusiastic than the L1 writers about
comments that praise student writing, combining the quantitative results
with the qualitative produce a more nuanced picture. Specifically, both
groups express a preference for praise that balances helping them know
what they are doing right and pointing out what they need to improve.
Both groups have aversions to “empty” praise, that is, positive comments
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that do not seem to have a purpose beyond the intention of boosting
confidence. The L1 writers are noticeably more cynical in regard to this
phenomenon; however, they express that praise is useful nearly twice as
much as ESL writers. While it is pure speculation on our part, we wonder if the U.S. students are simply more used to getting praise from their
teachers in comparison with their ESL counterparts and, therefore, have
more to say about it.
In sum, the differences between process-oriented and textual-oriented
writers signal two different approaches toward writing and the writing
classroom, which may or may not have implications for feedback practices. Further, the similarities between the ESL and L1 English writers
point toward the effectiveness of certain pedagogical practices, namely
being careful about offering no-suggestion comments and augmenting
praise with specificity. However, this does not answer a larger question:
If preferences for particular kinds of feedback are met, does this make
better student writers or improve student writing? One of the few studies
that connects student preferences directly to feedback implementation
is Nelson and Schunn’s (2009) empirical study of L1 English writers in
the context of a history course’s peer review process. The authors found
that “understanding was the only significant mediator of [feedback]
implementation” (p. 375). In other words, students can only implement
feedback that they understand. This may seem like common sense, but it
suggests that preferences matter: What students are looking for prepares
them to understand what they find. If students are given feedback that
they do not expect, or that they actively dislike, there may be issues in its
implementation. If students are looking for textually oriented solutions to
problems rather than process-oriented solutions, for example, it follows
that unexpected kinds of feedback might impede understanding. The implication here for pedagogy is that in English FYC classrooms that contain
both L1 and ESL students, instructors should be aware of potential differences in orientation as well as the kinds of comments that both groups
find helpful. As one particularly articulate L1 student wrote,
“I like clear comments that are specific towards [sic] my writing and my weak points
so that I am capable of understanding where I need development and improvement
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especially since writing is not my strong suit. I want to be able to look at my teacher’s
comments and be able to know how to go about revising my writing right after the
first glance at his or her comments. I need a clear understanding and I don’t want to
be confused by what my teacher is asking me to do.”

Clarity in writing can come in many forms, ranging from clarity of
purpose to language to argument to handwriting to the broader clarity
of the instructor’s integrated curriculum within the writing classroom. In
addition to encouraging specific feedback practices, the previous discussion indicates a need for an ongoing dialog between teachers and students
regarding written feedback, keeping in mind that the clarity students want
can extend beyond specific types of comments to the underlying assumptions being made by teachers and students in regard to writing, language,
and process.
Conclusions, Limitations, and Questions for Future Studies
The original impetus of this study was a partial replication of Straub
(1997) and a response to Straub’s invitation to investigate “what differences there might be between native-born and foreign-born students”
(p. 113) in relation to his initial findings. In answer to this question, our
findings indicate that many of Straub’s findings still apply to the multilingual classroom, though there are some differences to be aware of between
ESL and L1 English student preferences. Both groups prefer receiving
global as well as local comments (though the ESL students were significantly more enthusiastic about local comments). Both groups also
prefer guidance and have an aversion to comments that offer no suggestion for improvement. However, it is also important to keep in mind
potential differences in writing orientation and to be sensitive to how
student expectations might affect learner motivation and teacher ethos.
The reality of the contemporary classroom is that multilingual learners
will continue to increase in number. As such, it is important that instructors teaching rhetoric, composition, L2 Writing, and all other writing
classes work together to find pedagogical solutions with the end goal of
fostering inclusive classrooms.
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There are a number of limitations and further questions to explore in
regard to student preferences in the multilingual classroom. In terms of
limitations, our study was not able to consider the preferences of multilingual learners who do not fit into the category of international students.
The reason for this is that we only asked students to tell us their L1 and
not their country of residence. Thus, further studies might explore if these
and/or Straub’s findings hold up with different student populations and if
there are any notable differences in preferences within and between these
populations. Another limitation lies in our methods. The lack of coding
for comment specificity in the quantitative data prevented us from triangulating our results with our qualitative data, where students frequently
discussed a preference for “detailed” comments. This was partly a function of the comments we gathered from the other instructors and partly
a decision we made early in our data analysis regarding how to code for
specificity. Simply put, we could not decide on a code that reliably produced the same results, and so we left it out. Future studies might find a
way to include this category in a valid and reliable way.
Finally, we wonder if the theoretical construct between a textual and
process orientation can be put to use in future studies or if it simply reiterates disciplinary divisions between applied linguistics, L2 writing,
and composition (Silva & Leki, 2004). This caveat aside, the big question
remaining is where these orientations come from, or, in other words, how
learner background influences particular orientations toward writing and
what the effect of these orientations are for students and teachers in the
writing classroom. Specifically, if most of the ESL writers in our study attended their K–12 or equivalent in China and presumably learned English
as a foreign language, does it follow that many of these writers will be oriented toward textual features? Broadly then, what assumptions about and
orientations toward writing do students who first learned to write in an
EFL or U.S. context possess? Along these same lines, what is the difference between learning language and writing, and how might instructors,
students, and researchers come to understand not just the ideological,
historical, or disciplinary differences of these different approaches,
but the experiential, affective, and pedagogical differences as well?
Comparative investigation into the materials of student affect, including
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preferences, is ripe with possibilities, and we believe that writing instruction and research on the rapidly changing U.S. composition classroom
will benefit from continued interdisciplinary efforts.
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Appendix A
Online Questionnaire
Instructions: This survey consists of two main parts, and you are required
to complete both parts.
Part I: You will read an argumentative essay with teacher comments. The
teacher made both marginal comments and endnotes. The numbers in
the margin notes and endnotes indicate all 43 items in the questionnaire
survey.
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Instructions: Indicate your preference for each of the following comments according to the 4-point Likert scale: 1—definitely not useful,
2—not useful, 3—useful, and 4—definitely useful.
Margin notes 1 2 3 4
1. Come up with a title that matches the content or your essay.
2. Use ‘to’ instead of ‘and.’
3. It’s good that you try to find your grounding in this essay, but there
are stronger ways of opening an essay than with a definition.
4. A different point of view about what?
5. Who are ‘them’? The meaning is not clear. Suggest you change the
sentence structure or change the pronoun.
6. Pay attention to the number agreement. People – goes?
7. What country?
8. Not clear, and not convincing to use ‘extreme’ because it means
‘rare’ at the same time.
9. Specify what ‘it’ refers to.
10. Can you make this sentence a little clearer? It is a bit confusing in
terms of meaning.
11. Verb form
12. Need to be in the plural form.
13. What do you mean by ‘mark’?
14. I want you to explain what you mean here. What is the connection
between your quote and the claim? Can you then bring back to your
thesis statement to discuss the benefits that outweigh the detriment?
15. This is a 2-word noun.
16. What does ‘it’ refer to?
17. This sentence is not grammatical. Revise.
18. does
19. But do people have to be acculturated to benefit a company?
I could completely hate the American culture, but still work for an
American company in America and contribute my skills and ideas to
it. Maybe, what you’re trying to argue for is immigration, not necessarily acculturation.
20. Delete ‘still.’
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21. Good. It’s good that you include some examples.
22. Redundant?
23. Grammar mistake.
24. Good point here.
25. It may be useful to explore brain drain a little further to help
strengthen your argument.
26. Does this mean that it will never happen? Explain why this is so
unlikely to strengthen your argument.
27. This sentence has some grammatical errors.
28. You need a noun not an adjective.
29. The support given is fairly weak.
30. Check the meaning of this phrase and how it is usually used.
31. This is a good point, but visiting a hometown is not the same as
going back to live there.
32. The support is fairly weak.
33. This sounds like a slightly different issue. Bringing up a different
topic in the conclusion is not a good strategy.
34. Endings have a very high rhetorical weight. This question is
a seeming no-brainer. You need to delete this and come up with a
stronger ending.
35. Double check your citation. You can use the OWL website. I’ve
provided you with the link here: https://owl.english.purdue.edu/
End notes
36. This is a good first draft. Your argument is interesting and relatively cogent. You definitely make your thoughts on acculturation
known.
37. In the first paragraph, going back and forth too many times between advantages and disadvantages of acculturation can confuse
the readers. I think you can delete ‘however, at extreme cases . . .
have disadvantages’ as you are arguing that there are advantages of
acculturation.
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38. In your introduction, contextualize your argument by telling your
reader why it is an important issue. This will allow you to explicitly
carve out the space for your own argument. I can help you brainstorm
ways to do this in conferences or office hours. Or, you might look at
some example essays we read in class to see how the author ‘carves out
space’ for her argument at the start.
39. Avoid using some words redundantly and instead choose synonyms to convey the same idea using different words.
40. At a much higher level, there are number of issues of clarity in
your piece. These need to be addressed. In order for an argument to be
effective, it must first be clear and accessible to the reader.
41. Since grammar and mechanics are outside the scope of this class, I
would advise you to make use of our online writing resources to help
strengthen your writing abilities.
42. Revisit the library website or other research options to find at least
1–2 other secondary source(s) to support your ideas in the second
and third body paragraphs.
43. Great job so far. This is a great topic, which is quite popular among
readers (especially readers with experiences in two and multiple
cultures).
Part II: Answer the following questions.
1. What kinds of comments do you prefer receiving from teachers?
2. What kinds of comments do you find the least helpful?

Carter, T., & Thirakunkovit, S. (2019). A comparison of L1 and ESL written feedback preferences:
Pedagogical applications and theoretical implications. Journal of Response to Writing, 5(2),
139–174.

L1 and ESL Written Feedback Preferences • 173

Appendix B
Results of the 43 Likert-Scale Items
Teacher comment
categories

Overall
M (SD)
n=345

L1 students
M (SD)
n=191

ESL students
M (SD)
n=154

1 (G, E, Er)

3.31 (0.73)

3.30 (0.77)

3.32 (0.67)

2 (L, E, Er)

3.42 (0.66)

3.32 (0.71)

3.54 (0.59)

3 (G, I, Er)

3.05 (0.71)

3.05 (0.72)

3.05 (0.70)

4 (G, NS)

3.21 (0.69)

3.23 (0.72)

3.19 (0.66)

5 (L, I, Er)

3.43 (0.65)

3.47 (0.65)

3.39 (0.65)

6 (L, I, Er)

3.53 (0.66)

3.55 (0.67)

3.50 (0.65)

7 (L, NS)

3.06 (0.77)

2.97 (0.79)

3.16 (0.73)

8 (L, I, Er)

2.97 (0.76)

2.90 (0.74)

3.06 (0.77)

9 (L, E)

3.19 (0.74)

3.12 (0.75)

3.27 (0.72)

10 (G, I, Er)

3.14 (0.72)

3.19 (0.73)

3.09 (0.71)

11 (L, I, Er)

3.36 (0.73)

3.29 (0.78)

3.45 (0.65)

12 (L, E, Er)

3.51 (0.65)

3.48 (0.67)

3.54 (0.63)

13 (L, NS)

3.32 (0.71)

3.35 (0.72)

3.29 (0.70)

14 (G, I)

3.42 (0.70)

3.45 (0.68)

3.39 (0.73)

15 (L, E, Er)

3.30 (0.74)

3.30 (0.76)

3.31 (0.71)

16 (L, NS)

3.29 (0.68)

3.28 (0.67)

3.30 (0.68)

17 (L, NS, Er)

3.40 (0.74)

3.38 (0.77)

3.42 (0.71)

18 (L, E, Er)

3.49 (0.65)

3.48 (0.64)

3.51 (0.65)

19 (G, I)

2.98 (0.92)

2.98 (0.96)

2.98 (0.88)

20 (G, E, Er)

3.30 (0.71)

3.31 (0.70)

3.30 (0.72)

21 (G, Pr)

3.21 (0.84)

3.06 (0.90)

3.39 (0.72)

22 (G, NS)

3.21 (0.79)

3.19 (0.83)

3.23 (0.72)

23 (L, NS)

3.26 (0.75)

3.20 (0.81)

3.33 (0.66)

24 (G, Pr)

3.11 (0.80)

2.96 (0.85)

3.30 (0.68)

25 (G, I)

3.34 (0.72)

3.34 (0.71)

3.34 (0.73)

26 (G, I)

3.32 (0.66)

3.37 (0.65)

3.26 (0.67)

27 (L, NS, Er)

3.21 (0.72)

3.13 (0.80)

3.31 (0.61)
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28 (L, E, Er)

3.36 (0.68)

3.22 (0.72)

3.53 (0.59)

29 (G, NS, Er)

3.11 (0.72)

2.99 (0.80)

3.25 (0.59)

30 (L, NS)

3.17 (0.70)

3.09 (0.71)

3.27 (0.69)

31 (G, NS)

3.11 (0.81)

2.98 (0.84)

3.26 (0.75)

32 (G, NS, Er)

3.01 (0.82)

2.90 (0.88)

3.14 (0.73)

33 (G, NS, Er)

3.48 (0.60)

3.53 (0.56)

3.42 (0.65)

34 (G, I, Er)

3.38 (0.68)

3.34 (0.68)

3.43 (0.69)

35 (L, I)

3.68 (0.56)

3.69 (0.53)

3.67 (0.60)

36 (G, Pr)

2.98 (0.72)

2.90 (0.74)

3.08 (0.70)

37 (G, E, Er)

3.43 (0.64)

3.42 (0.65)

3.44 (0.63)

38 (G, I)

3.61 (0.56)

3.65 (0.52)

3.55 (0.60)

39 (L, I)

3.37 (0.64)

3.27 (0.65)

3.49 (0.60)

40 (G, I)

3.33 (0.74)

3.28 (0.77)

3.38 (0.69)

41 (L, I)

3.24 (0.79)

3.13 (0.84)

3.38 (0.69)

42 (G, I)

3.43 (0.60)

3.41 (0.61)

3.45 (0.59)

43 (G, Pr)

3.04 (0.87)

2.87 (0.92)

3.26 (0.76)
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